This edited volume provides a comprehensive and incisive overview of key policy challenges in health and public health. Sixteen chapters are divided into four sections that address the social and political context of health and health care policy; key public health issues such as disparities in health, firearms, tobacco, and obesity; strategies for improving quality of health care; and fairness in allocating health care. Each chapter briefly summarizes the critical policy questions, reviews existing evidence, and identifies promising strategies for developing solutions to the problems identified. For both experienced policy researchers and those new to the field, the wide scope of topics and the authoritative summaries of relevant literature make the book a good crash course on the current status of health policy today.
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Several recurrent themes emerge from these chapters. First, many authors note the importance of special interests in shaping policy. In health care, firearms, and obesity, for example, industry groups often have a powerful voice in the policy arena. Thus, research evidence is only one of many influences on policy outcomes, a frustration for those who aspire to a more rational policy process. Although some authors consider political strategies to counter these special interests (as in the case of tobacco and obesity, for example), others view these constraints as a given, something to work around.
A second theme is the importance of values and morality. In the opening chapter, James Morone, a political scientist at Brown University, traces the historic interplay between morality and politics in US health policy. He posits an ongoing tension between the Puritan strain, which focuses on individual sin and responsibility, and what he calls the social gospel, which seeks social amelioration as the cure for our illnesses. Policy advocates seek to frame their arguments in one or the other of these traditions. In the current climate, he writes, the social gospel proponents are "only a weak echo" of their earlier forbears. In later chapters, we see these conflicts play out in a variety of current policy debates in health and health care.
As in many edited volumes, the reader may wish for a more systematic consideration of some of these themes. Many authors note that the current political climate limits the potential for policy change that will improve health. For example, the focus on the bottom line within health care, the anti-regulatory bias of all branches and levels of government, and the parallel belief that markets offer the best solutions to all social problems limit enthusiasm for policy options that require strong public sector action. But how can policy advocates best respond to these constraints? What lessons could we learn by looking across issues and sectors? Who might be the constituencies who could speak for a revitalized public role in health and health care? These questions are not addressed in any systematic way.
Policy Challenges in Modern Health Care provides a wide-ranging and up-to-date summary of the most vexing health policy problems facing our nation. By treating each policy problem as a separate issue, the book leaves it to its readers to synthesize the many diagnoses into a more systematic and cohesive prescription for action.
